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house to make his speech at the first night of Arms and the
Man, an heroic youth in the gallery waited for the silence
and then broke it with a piercing hiss. In a flash and not
discomfited at all, Shaw fixed the interrupter with a broad
smile and shouted back: 'Sir, I quite agree with you; but
what can we two do against a whole houseful of the opposite
opinion?'
It is with this good-tempered serenity that he pays his
compliments. He wanted a certain actress to play the part
of Candida in a new production, she having played it so
beautifully in a previous one. She wrote saying that she
was sorry, but meanwhile she had married and did not like
to leave her small boy; whereupon Shaw, unlike so many
managers or authors, who would have implied that there
were just as good fish in the sea, wrote back on a post card
(he always favoured post cards): 'Damn you, madam, you
have ruined my play: I hope your son grows up to be
an actor.'
Similarly, he can comfort and inspire. Meeting an
actress who had only a walking-on part in Saint Joan, he
cheered her up by twinkling at her: 'They also serve who
only stand and wait/
Conversely Bernard Shaw is an adept at rapping people
over the knuckles if he thinks they deserve it. There is
the story of the beautiful lady (often erroneously identified
with the late Isadora Duncan) who wrote to Shaw from
Ztirich pointing out that he had the finest brain in the world
and she the finest body, and proposing, of the sake of
posterity, that they should unite to produce a wonder-child
inheriting her beauty and his brains. This was too much
for the author of Man and Superman and creator of Ann
Whitefield, and Shaw replied, on a post card as usual:
'Ah; but suppose it were to inherit my beauty and your
brains 1'
Not being in the habit of reading post cards unless they
are addressed to me, and not having been born when Arms
and the Man had its first night, I have no ready means of
Verifying these stories. But even if they never happened
at all, Shaw must learn to suffer legends to grow around
him, as he suffers so many things, serenely.